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Aspartame and
breast and other
cancers

To the Editors,

I discovered an extraordinary correlation be-
tween asparatame (marketed as Nutrasweet
and in its generic form) and increasing breast
and prostate cancer incidence.

My observation occurred while I was re-
searching the metabolism of aspartame. As-
partame consists of phenylalanine, aspartic
acid and methanol (wood alcohol). Upon
metabolism, Nutrasweet breaks down into
aspartic acid, a neuroexcitatory agent,' phe-
nylalanine, an amino acid, and methanol.

The methanol is converted to formaldehyde,?
which then accumulates within the cells.3

Formaldehyde has been considered an in-
ducer of cancer® and acts to alter DNA.>¢
Thus, it seemed reasonable to superimpose a
graph of breast cancer incidence against that
of the rising use of Nutrasweet (aspartame).

Nutrasweet received limited approval for
use as a sweetener in 1974, then further ex-
pansion in 1981 and unlimited approval in
1983. These points are marked on the curve
of breast cancer increases obtained from the
governmental surveillance statistics (see Fig-
ure 1).

A similar relation was found with prostate
cancer. Interestingly, breast and prostate can-
cer rates are five to six times higher in Europe
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Figure 1 [llustration of breast cancer incidence based on government surveillance statistics



and North America than in Asia and Africa,
the latter correlating with lower use of Nu-
trasweet.”*® Also, review of the original Nu-

trasweet animal laboratory research findings
released under the Freedom of Information

Act revealed mammary tumors were observed
in many of the animals.

The correlation associated with a likely
mechanism of cancer induction in susceptible
people points to a need for immediate scru-

Response

The letter by Dr Schwartz has not taken into
account some important information. It is
true that aspartame consists of phenylalanine,
aspartic acid, and methanol, but even among
high consumers of aspartame, the relative
contribution of these compounds is trivial,
less than 10% of the average human intake of
these compounds from regular diet?. More-
over, aspartame was not commercially avail-
able until 1981, so that the compound could
not have been in the market in 1974.
With respect to the graph in Dr
Schwartz’s letter, it is well known that factors
unrelated to each other, but having similar
time trends, be these breast cancer incidence,
aspartame intake, number of cars of a par-
ticular maker, or commercial air traffic, do
demonstrate what is described here as extraor-
dinary correlation. In epidemiology, we use
the term ecological fallacy. The reported in-

tiny of aspartame as an environmental cause
of many thousands of cancer cases.
George R Schwartz

Santa Fe, NM
drgschwarz@yahoo.com

creasing incidence of breast cancer and pros-
tate cancer in the United States may be due
partly to the increased intensity of screening
by mammography and prostate specific anti-
gen (PSA), respectively, although early life in-
fluences may have contributed to the secular
trends of breast cancer.? In any case, those
who want to hazard etiological statements
on the basis of these ecological data should
also take into account several points, in-
cluding the fact that incidence is a rate and
should take into account the population at
risk, that there is a latency involved in most
etiological factors, including those with
growth enhancing potential, and that the few
analytic studies of artificial sweeteners in re-
lation to breast cancer have yielded null re-
sults.#> Perhaps even more important in this
instance, is the fact that breast cancer inci-
dence in the United States has been declining
during the last few years.3®7 It would be
just as inaccurate to hypothesize that long-
term use of aspartame reduces the risk of this
cancer.

Dimitrios Trichopoulos

Departments of Cancer Prevention and Immunology
Harvard School of Public Health

677 Huntington Avenue

Boston, MA 02115

Dr Trichopoulos is responding on behalf of Monsanto.
Dr Trichopoulos’ department receives research funding
from Monsanto.
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Modern obstetrics
and female life span

To the Editors,
Advances in pre- and perinatal care have sig-
nificantly decreased the mortality of females
such that now, in contrast to former times,
the life span of women in the United States
exceeds that of men (78.8 versus 72.4 years).
To ascertain the effect of childbearing on fe-
males of a far lower creature who do not have
the benefits of modern medical advances, my
colleagues and I chose to study the fruit fly.
We selected Drosophila melanogaster of
the type yellow forked attached and white
apterous (Carolina Biological Supply Co,
Burlington, NC*) because of ease of differen-
tiation between the sexes and ease of han-
dling, A virgin, newly emerged (less than 12 hr
old) female and similar male fly were added to

each of 100 4" x 1” vials containing 4 g of
Instant Drosophila Mix* containing 10 ml of
water and a few grains of yeast. The vials were
kept in an incubator at 22° C, and the paired
flies were allowed to mate and lay eggs for 15
days. The two parents were then removed.
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Figure 1 Number of flies emerged versus days female lived

During the 15-day interval, approxi-
mately twice as many females as male flies
died (55 females, 33 males, p=0.0016). In-
deed, we found that the mean life span of
these flies was significantly shorter for the fe-
male than for the male during this interval
(12.06 + 0.49 versus 13.90 + 0.29 days, p=
0.0019). After clearing, we counted (over an
additional 2 weeks) the number of adult
progeny flies that subsequently emerged in
these vials. The data (Figure 1) show that
fernales that live less than 15 days yield far less
progeny than the heartier ones that were still
alive on clearing day. These results indicate
that child bearing does, indeed, take a toll on
these primitive females and credit the obstet-
ric advances that have alleviated this plight in
human females.

Rudolf E Noble

20 Gough Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
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